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Information technology is changing the way people live and learn. Not surprisingly, 
information technology (IT) is also transforming the nature of teaching. These remarks 
provide a framework for thinking about such changes and exploring work in progress 
that is relevant to the development of competencies specific to teaching online (i.e., 
teaching occurring outside a traditional classroom, typically in a virtual classroom 
facilitated by use of the Internet). 
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COMPETENCE, COMPETENCIES AND 
CERTIFICATION 



Competence refers to a state of being well qualified to perform an activity, task or job 
function. When a person is competent to do something, he or she has achieved a state 
of competence that is recognizable and verifiable to a particular community of 
practitioners. A competency, then, refers to the way that a state of competence can be 
demonstrated to the relevant community. According to the International Board of 
Standards for Training, Performance and Instruction (IBSTPI), a competency involves a 
related set of knowledge, skills and attitudes that enable a person to effectively perform 
the activities of a given occupation or function in such a way that meets or exceeds the 
standards expected in a particular profession or work setting (Richey et al., 2001). The 
structure and assessment of competencies may differ from one community of practice 
to another and even within a community. To facilitate a common understanding of 
competencies in the\context\of online and distributed learning some specifications have 
been elaborated (IMS, 2001). Typically, a competency is divided into specific indicators 
describing the requisite knowledge, skills, attitudes and context of performance. 

There are different ways to validate that a person has demonstrated the relevant 
competencies (Le Boterf, 1998, 2000, 2001). One of them is through a certification 
process (Levy-Leboyer, 1999). Teacher certification is a common practice, and the 
notion of teacher competencies is fairly well established. However, competencies are 
generally associated with highly formalized professional activities and not applied to 
ill-defined tasks (those involving variable and uncertain circumstances, procedures and 
outcomes). Ill-defined tasks certainly include many forms of teaching. This narrow view 
of competence runs counter to common sense and professional practice, but brings into 
attention the mainstream approach to elaboration of teacher competencies where it is 
essential to clearly identify the conditions of teaching (Paquay et al., 1998). The delivery 
environment (classroom-based, Internet-based, laboratory-based based, hybrid 
environments, and so on) is a particularly relevant condition to identify competencies for 
online teaching. 

ONLINE AND CLASSROOM TEACHING 



Information technology can be integrated into both online and classroom settings, but 
the interaction between these technologies and new approaches to learning and 
instruction may vary (Spector & Anderson, 2000). The range of activities available in 
online settings and the multiple conditions of time in which they take place are evidence 
that the technology demands placed on online teachers are somewhat more significant 
than those associated with classroom teachers (Table 1). 

See TABLE 1 at end of Digest. 

Much of what has already been published with regard to online teaching has focused on 
technical skills and requirements of successfully moderating and facilitating online 
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discussions and chat sessions (e.g., Coilison et al., 2000; Kearsley, 2000; Rosenburg, 
2001). This body of literature suggests that becoming an effective online moderator 
requires training and that there are competencies unique to online environments. 

In online asynchronous discussions, the moderator's competencies involve (1) allowing 
learners time for reflection, (2) keeping discussions alive and on a productive path, and 
(3) archiving and organizing discussions to be used in subsequent lessons. 

In online synchronous discussions (e.g., chat), the moderator must (1) establish ground 
rules for discussion, (2) animate interactions with minimal instructor intervention, (3) 
sense how online text messages may appear to distant learners, and (4) be aware of 
cultural differences. 

How are these competencies unique to online teaching? At the applied level, animating 
discussions, displaying cultural sensitivity and so on, apply to all teachers. At the 
environment level, however, the ways in which a teacher demonstrates such 
competence is quite different, which suggests that there are competencies unique to 
online settings. According to Beiisle and Linard (1996) the use of IT in teaching calls for 
additional competencies adapted to new roles and circumstances. Teaching 
competencies and online teaching competencies have generally been considered 
separately. However, efforts to interrelate the two are being undertaken by IBSTPI in 
association with the research center for Tele-universite, Universite de Quebec (LICEF). 

IMPLICATIONS OF COMPETENCIES FOR 
ONLINE TEACHING 



The current interest in competencies for online teaching is coming from business and 
industry, primarily with regard to technical training and professional development 
courses offered in online settings. It is quite likely that some of the interest in 
competencies for online teaching is a result of hastily crafted online courses and 
inadequate preparation of online facilitators. Clearly technology offers the potential to 
create and implement highly engaging and effective online environments to support a 
wide variety of learning goals. It is also quite clear that our capacity to make effective 
use of information technology in educational settings is impaired by inadequate 
preparation of teachers (as well as learners) and by a shortage of properly trained 
instructional designers and educational support personnel. 

The development of competencies for online teaching should lead to the associated 
development of training for online teachers and (in some cases) to the certification of 
online teachers. To develop competencies for online teachers is not without challenge. 
Competencies are dynamic in nature, and they largely depend on the relevant social 
context (Le Boterf, 1994). The constant transformation of IT makes the development of 
competencies for online teachers a continuous process and demands continuing 
professional preparation and training for online teachers. Such endeavors will improve 



ED456841 2001-12-00 Competencies for Online Teaching. ERIC Digest. 



Page 3 of 1 1 




www . eric . ed . gov 



ERIC Custom Transformations Team 



our ability to make effective use of technology in learning and instruction. 
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